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    In a city where wealth rises from refuse and identity can shift as quickly as the tide, Charles Dickens imagines human worth tested by money, secrecy, and the crowded pressures of modern life. This central tension gives Our Mutual Friend a powerful opening energy and sustains its interest throughout. The novel turns on the ways a society measures people by property, appearance, and rank, while also asking what remains of character when external value is stripped away. From its first pages, it joins social observation to dramatic mystery, creating a world at once realistic, theatrical, and morally searching.

Published in 1864 and 1865, Our Mutual Friend was the last completed novel of Charles Dickens, one of the defining English novelists of the nineteenth century. It appeared in serialized form, as many of his major works did, reaching readers in parts before being gathered as a book. Written late in Dickens’s career, it bears the confidence of a master who had already shaped the Victorian novel through memorable characters, social criticism, comic invention, and emotional breadth. At the same time, it shows a darker and more concentrated interest in the structures of urban society, especially the power of money to distort relationships and ambition.

The novel’s central premise is set in motion by a fortune left under unusual conditions after the presumed death of its heir, a circumstance that draws together figures from sharply different social worlds. Around this premise Dickens builds an intricate narrative of inheritance, mistaken assumptions, class aspiration, and moral testing. The story moves through drawing rooms, law offices, river traffic, modest homes, and the margins of the city, linking lives that might otherwise seem far apart. Without depending only on suspense, the book uses its initial mystery to examine how financial expectation can shape conduct, reputation, and even the most intimate human bonds.

Our Mutual Friend holds classic status partly because it gathers many of Dickens’s strongest qualities into a single, remarkably controlled design. Its social range is broad, yet its concerns remain focused; its characters are vivid, yet they are also embedded in systems of law, commerce, fashion, and labor. Dickens combines satire, melodrama, pathos, and comedy with unusual assurance, creating a narrative that is entertaining on the surface and severe in its judgments beneath. The novel rewards both first-time readers and returning ones, since its atmosphere, patterns of doubling, and moral contrasts become richer with attention. Such durability is one mark of a true classic.

Another reason for the novel’s stature lies in its literary impact. By the time of its publication, Dickens was already a major cultural force, and this late work demonstrated that the Victorian social novel could still evolve in complexity and ambition. Our Mutual Friend enlarges the possibilities of urban fiction by treating the city not merely as backdrop but as an active system of circulation, concealment, and exchange. Its plotting, symbolic motifs, and interwoven lives influenced later writers interested in metropolitan modernity, social performance, and the hidden links between classes. The novel’s legacy can be felt in subsequent fiction that explores money, spectacle, and crowded urban interdependence.

Its enduring themes also help explain why it remains central to literary study and general readership. Dickens is deeply concerned with the conversion of human life into economic value: marriages become transactions, friendships are tested by expectation, and social standing is measured through display. Yet the book never reduces people to a thesis. Instead, it shows how greed, vanity, affection, loyalty, and self-respect coexist uneasily within the same social world. The result is a novel that speaks not only to Victorian conditions but to perennial questions about what wealth can buy, what it can corrupt, and what kinds of worth resist calculation altogether.

The London of Our Mutual Friend is one of Dickens’s most memorable achievements. Rather than offering a simple contrast between rich and poor, he presents a networked city in which privilege and deprivation are bound together by trade, legal structures, domestic service, debt, and desire. The River Thames and the world of dust and salvage are especially important to the novel’s imaginative landscape, suggesting both material circulation and moral residue. Dickens turns urban matter itself into meaning: the city’s leftovers, accumulations, and surfaces become signs of how society stores up injustice, aspiration, and memory. Few novels render environment so fully as social argument.

As in Dickens’s best fiction, the power of the book depends greatly on characterization. He creates figures who are immediately distinctive in speech, gesture, and outlook, yet capable of revealing broader truths about class and feeling. Some belong to worlds of elegance and social polish, others to trades and professions, others to precarious or marginal forms of existence; together they form a crowded human panorama. Dickens’s gift lies in making them memorable without isolating them from the pressures around them. Their encounters illuminate the novel’s central concerns: the temptations of status, the vulnerability of innocence, and the difficult practice of moral discernment.

The novel also stands out for its command of tone. Dickens can move from biting social comedy to unease, from grotesque exaggeration to tenderness, without losing coherence. This tonal flexibility reflects a larger artistic confidence. Victorian society appears in the book as both absurd and dangerous, full of posturing, sentimentality, and hard calculation. Dickens exposes the theatricality of social life while preserving a serious commitment to ethical judgment. In this balance lies much of the novel’s power: readers are invited to laugh at folly, feel the pressure of suspense, and reflect on the conditions that make vanity and exploitation seem normal or even admirable.

For later writers, Our Mutual Friend offered more than a model of plot; it provided a way of seeing society as an intricate web of performances, transactions, and concealed dependencies. Novelists interested in the city, in the instability of identity, and in the moral effects of wealth found in Dickens an example of how large social systems could be dramatized through individual lives. The book’s late style, at once expansive and patterned, helped show that realism could accommodate symbolism, caricature, and mystery without losing force. Its influence belongs not only to Dickens’s reputation but to the continuing development of the social novel in English.

To approach the novel now is to encounter a work shaped by its own time yet alert to patterns that still govern ours. Public image, inherited advantage, financial precarity, and the social meaning of consumption remain pressing concerns. Dickens examines the fascination of wealth while repeatedly asking what kinds of blindness accompany that fascination. He is equally alert to the ways institutions and habits can obscure fellow feeling. Because the book connects private longing to public structures, it continues to feel larger than its immediate setting. Its world is unmistakably Victorian, but its emotional and ethical problems remain strikingly legible in the present.

For all these reasons, Our Mutual Friend endures as a major achievement of English fiction and as one of Dickens’s most searching works. It brings together suspense and satire, social breadth and intimate moral inquiry, theatrical invention and sober criticism. Readers return to it not only for its memorable scenes and personalities but for its sustained meditation on how a society values people. In an age still preoccupied with status, visibility, and the circulation of money, the novel’s questions remain urgent. Its lasting appeal lies in that rare combination of narrative vitality and moral depth that keeps a classic alive across generations.
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    Charles Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend, published in 1864–1865 as his last completed novel, opens with a death on the River Thames and the legal consequences that follow. A large fortune left by a dust contractor, John Harmon Sr., is set to pass under strict conditions tied to marriage and identity. This inheritance immediately creates uncertainty, because the presumed heir, John Harmon Jr., has been absent abroad and is believed to have returned only to meet a violent end. Around this disputed estate gathers a wide social panorama, linking wealthy households, clerks, speculators, and the laboring poor through money, rumor, and obligation.

The Boffins, a humble couple elevated by the will’s provisions, become central figures in the redistribution of this fortune. Their sudden rise from lives connected with the dust heaps to a fashionable household allows Dickens to examine how class position changes behavior, expectations, and social relations. They seek guidance in society yet retain habits of kindness and curiosity that distinguish them from more calculating characters. Through their home, the novel introduces a circulation of dependents, acquaintances, and opportunists, showing how inheritance attracts performance and self-interest while also creating unexpected opportunities for generosity and moral testing.

At the same time, Bella Wilfer, the young woman originally intended to marry the heir as a condition of the legacy, becomes one of the novel’s principal emotional centers. Living with her family in constrained circumstances, Bella is acutely aware of money and of the social advantages wealth appears to promise. Her position makes her vulnerable to being judged as mercenary, yet Dickens presents her as more complex: imaginative, proud, affectionate, and strongly shaped by the economic pressures surrounding her. Her movement into the Boffins’ circle places questions of love, duty, ambition, and self-knowledge at the forefront of the narrative.

Another strand follows Lizzie Hexam, the daughter of a river worker who recovers bodies from the Thames. Stigmatized by her father’s occupation, Lizzie struggles against a social world that assigns moral value according to rank and appearances. Her story intersects with that of Eugene Wrayburn, a barrister of idle habits and privileged background, whose interest in her disturbs established boundaries. Also drawn into this conflict is Bradley Headstone, a schoolmaster whose outward respectability conceals turbulent feeling. Through these relationships, the novel traces the pressures of desire, resentment, and class prejudice without reducing them to simple moral categories.

The city itself functions as more than a backdrop. Dickens organizes the novel around networks of circulation: the river carries bodies and secrets, the dust mounds symbolize fortunes made from refuse, and the streets connect drawing rooms to impoverished quarters. Repeatedly, what society discards returns in altered form, whether as wealth, information, or human consequence. This imagery supports the book’s larger concern with how Victorian London transforms labor, waste, and death into profit while obscuring the people involved. The result is a broad social novel in which physical environment and financial arrangements shape the moral atmosphere of nearly every scene.

Within this system, the Veneerings and other fashionable figures represent a world built on display, strategic hospitality, and unstable status. Their dinners and introductions create opportunities for alliance, gossip, and speculation, revealing a society in which reputation can be manufactured as carefully as any business scheme. Dickens contrasts such polished surfaces with the plain manners of older or poorer characters, but he does not suggest that corruption belongs only to one class. Instead, he shows vanity, opportunism, and self-deception operating across the social scale, often enabled by legal technicalities, commercial ambition, and the desire to turn every relationship into advantage.

A further important storyline centers on Jenny Wren, a dolls’ dressmaker, and on the household of the Lammles, whose marriage is bound up with deception and financial calculation. Jenny’s sharp perception and imaginative resilience provide one of the novel’s most memorable perspectives on vulnerability and care, while the Lammles embody the hazards of a culture obsessed with appearance and gain. Around them move creditors, social climbers, and the predatory schoolmaster Silas Wegg, each testing the limits of respectability. These episodes deepen the book’s study of dependency and exploitation, showing how fragile security can be in a world governed by money.

As the narrative progresses, hidden connections among the characters become clearer, and assumptions formed at the outset are steadily challenged. Questions of identity, intention, and worth prove more unstable than gossip or legal documents first suggest. Dickens carefully arranges encounters in which characters are forced to see one another outside inherited labels of wealth, gentility, or disgrace. The suspense of the novel depends less on a single mystery than on the gradual exposure of motives and the ethical choices people make when fortune changes hands. In this way, the various plots converge around the problem of what can truly be trusted in modern social life.

Without relying only on intrigue, Our Mutual Friend offers a sustained critique of a society that measures persons by property, lineage, and usefulness. Yet it also makes room for attachment, patience, and acts of recognition that resist purely economic values. Dickens’s final completed novel is notable for its densely interconnected design, its darkly comic treatment of social ambition, and its memorable evocation of London as a place where refuse and riches are inseparable. Its enduring significance lies in the way it links material systems to moral consequences, asking how genuine human feeling can survive amid commodification, status anxiety, and persistent inequality.
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    Charles Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend was published in 1864–1865 and is set in contemporary London, chiefly along the River Thames and in the expanding districts linked by roads, docks, and railways. The novel belongs to the mid-Victorian period, when Britain was a constitutional monarchy under Queen Victoria, governed through Parliament, common law, and a vast administrative network. London was the political and financial center of the United Kingdom and the hub of a global empire. Dickens frames his story within institutions that shaped daily life: the family, the courts, the market, the poor law, the police, and the circulation of wealth through inheritance, trade, and credit.

By the 1860s London had become the largest city in the world, swollen by decades of migration from the countryside and from Ireland and elsewhere. This rapid urban growth created extreme contrasts between wealth and poverty, elegance and dirt, commercial opportunity and social insecurity. Dickens had long been preoccupied with those contrasts, and Our Mutual Friend returns to them in especially concentrated form. The novel’s movement between affluent drawing rooms, cramped lodgings, riverside spaces, and workplaces reflects a city in which social classes lived near one another yet remained sharply divided. Its crowded urban geography mirrors the complexity and moral ambiguity of metropolitan life.

The Thames is central to the novel’s historical world. In the nineteenth century the river was at once a commercial artery, a source of employment, a place of transport, and a repository of waste. Barges, docks, warehouses, and waterside trades tied London to domestic and international markets. At the same time, before full modern sanitation was established, the river was heavily polluted by sewage, industrial runoff, and urban refuse. Dickens uses this setting not merely for atmosphere but to evoke a material fact of Victorian life: London’s prosperity depended on systems of circulation that also carried filth, danger, and death. The novel’s imagery of recovery, salvage, and contamination grows directly from that environment.

The prominence of dust heaps and refuse in Our Mutual Friend reflects a specific urban economy. In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century London, household ash, cinders, bones, rags, and other waste could be collected, sorted, and sold for reuse in brickmaking, agriculture, paper production, and other trades. Large dust mounds were therefore both nuisances and sources of profit. Dickens turns this familiar feature of the city into a governing symbol of accumulated wealth made from discarded matter. His treatment echoes a broader Victorian awareness that industrial and commercial society generated fortunes through extraction, recycling, and speculation, often in ways that blurred the boundary between respectable enterprise and moral ugliness.

Questions of inheritance and property, which drive much of the novel’s action, were especially resonant in the mid-nineteenth century. English law still gave great force to wills, settlements, and other instruments through which property could shape family life beyond the grave. At the same time, legal reform was actively debated, and Dickens was deeply interested in the cumbersome and unequal operation of the courts, as earlier shown in Bleak House. In Our Mutual Friend, wealth is repeatedly tied to conditions, expectations, and social performance. The novel reflects a society in which money was not only economic power but also a means of arranging marriages, controlling dependents, and conferring status.

Marriage in the period was both a personal relationship and a legal-economic institution. Under the doctrine of coverture, a married woman’s legal identity was largely absorbed into her husband’s, though this system was modified during Dickens’s lifetime. The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 created a civil divorce court, and the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 would later grant limited property rights to married women. Our Mutual Friend appeared between these reforms, when anxieties about marriage, money, and female vulnerability were intense. Dickens’s handling of courtship, mercenary calculation, and social pressure reflects a world in which marriage could determine a woman’s security and a family’s financial future.

Class mobility and the prestige of gentility are also historically grounded. Mid-Victorian Britain saw expanding opportunities in trade, finance, and the professions, yet social rank remained highly sensitive to manners, lineage, and display. New money could purchase houses, furnishings, and leisure, but it did not automatically bring cultural authority. Dickens repeatedly satirizes characters who imitate fashionable society or seek admission to it through wealth alone. This satire speaks to a broader Victorian concern with the instability of status in a commercial age. Our Mutual Friend registers how older ideals of breeding and newer forms of capitalist success coexisted, competed, and often exposed each other’s pretensions.

The novel’s fascination with debt, counting, and financial calculation belongs to an economy transformed by Victorian capitalism. By the 1860s Britain was the leading industrial and commercial power in the world, supported by banks, joint-stock companies, insurance, and expanding consumer markets. Yet prosperity was uneven, and periodic financial crises had revealed how fragile credit could be. Dickens had lived through the Panic of 1825 as a child and later through disturbances such as the crisis of 1847 and the collapse associated with Overend, Gurney and Company in 1866, just after the novel’s serialization. Our Mutual Friend reflects this culture of accounting and speculation by showing how money organizes relationships and moral judgments.

The growth of bureaucracy and official paperwork also informs the book’s world. Victorian society increasingly relied on records, signatures, certificates, legal documents, and systems of registration to manage population, property, and commerce. The census had become regular, civil registration of births, marriages, and deaths had been established in 1837, and administrative procedures expanded through local and national government. Dickens often saw such systems as necessary yet dehumanizing, especially when they reduced persons to categories or transactions. In Our Mutual Friend, the circulation of names, identities, and documents reflects this documentary culture. The novel suggests that official forms of recognition can both stabilize social order and obscure lived reality.

Crime and policing provide another important context. The Metropolitan Police had been established in 1829, and detective methods, though still limited by later standards, were becoming more visible in public culture. Sensation fiction of the 1860s often drew on investigations, secrets, and urban surveillance, and Dickens’s late work participates in this atmosphere without becoming a conventional detective novel. Our Mutual Friend includes concerns with concealment, mistaken assumptions, and the reading of clues within the city. These features echo a period when Londoners increasingly encountered the idea that modern urban life required new forms of observation and control, even as crime remained entangled with poverty and social neglect.

Public health reform is essential to understanding Dickens’s London. The city’s growth had produced severe sanitary problems, including overcrowded housing, contaminated water, and recurrent epidemics such as cholera in 1832, 1848–1849, 1853–1854, and 1866. The Great Stink of 1858, caused by the smell of untreated sewage in the Thames, helped force political action, leading to Joseph Bazalgette’s major sewer works in the late 1850s and 1860s. Our Mutual Friend was written while these improvements were under way, but the older polluted city remained very much alive in memory and experience. Dickens’s emphasis on dirt, infection, and foul environments reflects the inseparability of urban wealth from neglected public health.

The novel also bears the mark of changing transport and communication. Railways had transformed Britain since the 1830s, shrinking travel times, reorganizing neighborhoods, and increasing the movement of goods and people. The electric telegraph had become an important instrument of business and news. London’s streets, bridges, and stations connected local lives to national systems of exchange. Although Our Mutual Friend remains rooted in face-to-face encounters and older urban spaces, it belongs to a city already reshaped by modern speed and connectivity. Dickens often juxtaposes enduring river traffic and pedestrian wandering with the pressures of a more synchronized, commercially driven metropolis, suggesting that technological progress did not erase social fragmentation.

Print culture forms another crucial background. Dickens first issued Our Mutual Friend in monthly parts, the serial format that had defined much of his career and shaped the rhythms of Victorian reading. Serialization encouraged suspense, recurring motifs, and close attention to the responses of a broad middle-class readership. More generally, the period saw expanding literacy, cheaper print, influential newspapers, and a vigorous market for fiction, essays, and reform writing. Dickens was not only a novelist but also a journalist and editor, and his social criticism was inseparable from this print environment. The novel’s alertness to gossip, reputation, and public performance reflects a society increasingly mediated by circulating words.

Dickens’s own career and concerns are directly relevant. Born in 1812, he had experienced family financial instability, child labor, and the humiliation associated with debt, experiences that informed his lifelong attention to economic vulnerability and social cruelty. By the time of Our Mutual Friend, he was one of Britain’s most famous writers, yet he remained committed to exposing the failures of institutions and the moral costs of respectability. In the 1850s and 1860s he had also been active in public readings and in journalism, including Household Words and later All the Year Round. The novel therefore emerges from a mature phase in which social satire and darker urban vision had become especially intertwined.

Victorian debates about self-help and moral worth also inform the book. Samuel Smiles’s Self-Help, published in 1859, gave influential expression to ideals of industry, thrift, and character as engines of success. Such values harmonized with middle-class confidence but could also obscure structural inequality. Dickens admired perseverance and affection, yet he repeatedly challenged the notion that wealth simply rewarded merit. Our Mutual Friend subjects economic success to moral scrutiny, showing how money may be inherited, hoarded, pursued, displayed, or misused rather than honorably earned. In that sense the novel participates in contemporary arguments about whether a market society cultivated virtue or encouraged vanity, hardness, and social masquerade.

The position of women and the culture of domestic respectability are likewise central to the novel’s context. Mid-Victorian ideology often idealized the home as a moral refuge and cast women as guardians of feeling and decorum, especially in middle-class discourse. Yet many women worked for wages, lacked legal independence, and were exposed to strong pressures regarding marriage and reputation. Dickens’s female characters are shaped by these conditions, whether in relation to labor, dependency, or social judgment. Without reducing them to symbols, the novel reveals how a woman’s options were constrained by class and by the economic calculations of others. Its domestic scenes therefore register both cherished ideals and real inequalities.

Taken together, these contexts show why Our Mutual Friend can be read as a searching historical mirror of mid-Victorian England. It gathers into one narrative the polluted river, the profitable dust heap, the marriage market, the prestige of gentility, the power of documents, the lure of money, and the unequal city produced by rapid growth. Dickens does not offer a detached chronicle; he transforms contemporary realities into satire, melodrama, and moral inquiry. Yet the social facts behind that transformation are clear and verifiable. The novel stands as a critique of an age that celebrated progress while tolerating degradation, and as a record of how deeply wealth and waste were entwined in Victorian London.
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    Introduction
Charles Dickens was an English novelist, journalist, and public reader who became one of the most influential literary figures of the nineteenth century. Born in Portsmouth in 1812 and active during the Victorian era, he transformed the serialized novel into a major popular art form. His best-known works include The Pickwick Papers, Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, A Christmas Carol, David Copperfield, Bleak House, Hard Times, Little Dorrit, A Tale of Two Cities, Great Expectations, and Our Mutual Friend. Dickens combined vivid characterization, comic energy, and social critique, helping shape public discussion of poverty, childhood, education, bureaucracy, and the moral responsibilities of modern urban society.
His life has often been linked to the turbulent social conditions of industrial Britain. He wrote at a time of rapid urban growth, expanding print culture, and intense debate over reform, and he became both a literary celebrity and a public moral voice. Dickens’s fiction reached a wide audience in Britain and abroad through periodicals, novels, and later his celebrated reading tours. Although admired for humor and sentiment, he also exposed institutional cruelty and everyday neglect. His career bridges journalism and imaginative literature, and his works remain central to the study of Victorian culture, the English novel, and the history of social criticism.
Education and Literary Influences
Dickens’s formal education was intermittent rather than continuous. During childhood his family experienced financial instability, and after his father was imprisoned for debt, Dickens worked for a period in a blacking factory, an experience that later informed his writing about childhood vulnerability and humiliation. He later attended school in London for a time, but much of his education came through reading, observation, and practical work. As a young man he trained himself in shorthand and became a law clerk and then a parliamentary and newspaper reporter. These roles sharpened his memory, ear for speech, and command of social detail.
His literary formation drew from several sources that can be securely identified. Eighteenth-century novelists such as Henry Fielding, Tobias Smollett, and Laurence Sterne influenced his taste for episodic narrative, broad comedy, and memorable eccentric characters. The picaresque tradition and stage performance also shaped his writing, especially his dramatic scenes and sharply individualized voices. At the same time, his reporting experience exposed him to courts, Parliament, city streets, and the machinery of administration. Those environments gave his fiction an unusual density of observed reality. Dickens was not a systematic philosopher, but his work reflects sustained moral concern with sympathy, responsibility, and the consequences of social indifference.
Literary Career
Dickens first gained major recognition in the mid-1830s with Sketches by Boz and especially The Pickwick Papers, whose success established him as a leading new writer. He quickly followed with Oliver Twist and Nicholas Nickleby, novels that expanded his readership while demonstrating that popular fiction could also address workhouses, crime, and abusive schooling. From early on, serialization became central to his method. Publishing fiction in parts allowed him to build suspense, respond to readers, and sustain a close relationship with a mass audience. It also encouraged the energetic pacing, recurring motifs, and elaborate plotting that became signatures of his mature style.
In the 1840s Dickens consolidated his reputation through novels and Christmas books, most famously A Christmas Carol. He also traveled in North America and later wrote travel and social commentary. As an editor and contributor, he remained deeply engaged with periodical culture, eventually directing journals including Household Words and later All the Year Round. These ventures gave him a platform beyond the novel and helped shape public conversation on literature and reform. His fiction from this decade and after retained comic vitality while growing darker and more structurally ambitious, balancing entertainment with a sharpened interest in moral failure, institutional pressure, and the emotional costs of modern life.
The novels of Dickens’s middle and later career are often regarded as his greatest achievements. Dombey and Son, David Copperfield, Bleak House, Hard Times, Little Dorrit, A Tale of Two Cities, Great Expectations, and Our Mutual Friend display increasing formal confidence and tonal range. David Copperfield is especially important for its first-person narrative and its relation to episodes from his own early life, though it remains a work of fiction rather than memoir. Bleak House and Little Dorrit offer powerful visions of systemic delay, confusion, and confinement, while Hard Times addresses industrial society and utilitarian thinking. Across these works, Dickens refined a style that could be satirical, melodramatic, lyrical, and comic within the same narrative arc.
Critical reception during Dickens’s lifetime was substantial, if not uniformly admiring. He was extraordinarily popular with general readers, and many contemporaries recognized his gift for creating unforgettable characters and scenes. At the same time, some critics questioned his sentiment, coincidence, and caricature, or judged parts of his plotting excessive. Yet even skeptical reviewers often conceded the force of his imagination and the breadth of his social observation. His public readings further enhanced his fame, turning literary authorship into a visible performance. By the later nineteenth century he was already widely treated as a major novelist, and subsequent scholarship has confirmed both his artistic complexity and his cultural influence.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Dickens’s convictions emerged less as a formal political doctrine than as a sustained ethical response to suffering and neglect. He repeatedly condemned the degradation of children, the cruelty of certain schools, the failures of workhouses, and the deadening effects of bureaucratic institutions. His journalism and fiction alike show sympathy for the poor, though he did not reduce poverty to simple moral categories. Rather, he emphasized how environment, law, and habit can deform human lives. That emphasis gave moral urgency to books such as Oliver Twist, Nicholas Nickleby, Bleak House, Hard Times, and Little Dorrit, each of which turns social criticism into narrative drama rather than abstract argument.
He also took part in practical and public efforts connected to reform. Dickens supported causes involving education, sanitation, and the welfare of vulnerable people, and he collaborated with the philanthropist Angela Burdett-Coutts on Urania Cottage, a home intended to assist women seeking to leave prostitution and rebuild their lives. His periodical writing frequently addressed public health, housing, urban management, and institutional accountability. These commitments should not be simplified into a single ideology, because Dickens could be both reform-minded and deeply individual in outlook. Even so, his body of work consistently presses readers to recognize interdependence and to reject complacency in the face of preventable misery.
Final Years & Legacy
In his later years Dickens remained remarkably active as novelist, editor, and reader. He undertook demanding public reading tours in Britain and later in the United States, where audiences responded enthusiastically to his dramatic delivery and command of character voices. These performances strengthened his international fame but also placed heavy strain on his health and energy. His final completed novel was Our Mutual Friend, published in the mid-1860s, and he then began The Mystery of Edwin Drood, which remained unfinished at his death. Even late in life, his work retained formal ambition, dark humor, and close attention to the entanglements of money, secrecy, and social ambition.
Dickens died in 1870 after suffering a stroke at his home, Gad’s Hill Place, in Kent. He was buried in Westminster Abbey’s Poets’ Corner, a sign of the national stature he had attained. His legacy has been continuous and global. His novels have never gone out of print, and they have been adapted repeatedly for stage, film, television, and radio. Terms such as Dickensian entered common usage to describe social conditions, characters, and atmospheres associated with his work. Scholars continue to debate his politics, sentiment, and narrative methods, but his importance is undisputed: he enlarged the possibilities of the English novel and left an enduring record of Victorian society and conscience.
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In these times of ours, though concerning the exact year there is no need to be precise, a boat of dirty and disreputable appearance, with two figures in it, floated on the Thames, between Southwark bridge[1] which is of iron, and London Bridge which is of stone, as an autumn evening was closing in.

The figures in this boat were those of a strong man with ragged grizzled hair and a sun-browned face, and a dark girl of nineteen or twenty, sufficiently like him to be recognizable as his daughter. The girl rowed, pulling a pair of sculls very easily; the man, with the rudder-lines slack in his hands, and his hands loose in his waistband, kept an eager look out. He had no net, hook, or line, and he could not be a fisherman; his boat had no cushion for a sitter, no paint, no inscription, no appliance beyond a rusty boathook and a coil of rope, and he could not be a waterman; his boat was too crazy and too small to take in cargo for delivery, and he could not be a lighterman or river-carrier; there was no clue to what he looked for, but he looked for something, with a most intent and searching gaze. The tide, which had turned an hour before, was running down, and his eyes watched every little race and eddy in its broad sweep, as the boat made slight head-way against it, or drove stern foremost before it, according as he directed his daughter by a movement of his head. She watched his face as earnestly as he watched the river. But, in the intensity of her look there was a touch of dread or horror.

Allied to the bottom of the river rather than the surface, by reason of the slime and ooze with which it was covered, and its sodden state, this boat and the two figures in it obviously were doing something that they often did, and were seeking what they often sought. Half savage as the man showed, with no covering on his matted head, with his brown arms bare to between the elbow and the shoulder, with the loose knot of a looser kerchief lying low on his bare breast in a wilderness of beard and whisker, with such dress as he wore seeming to be made out of the mud that begrimed his boat, still there was a business-like usage in his steady gaze. So with every lithe action of the girl, with every turn of her wrist, perhaps most of all with her look of dread or horror; they were things of usage.

‘Keep her out, Lizzie. Tide runs strong here. Keep her well afore the sweep of it.’

Trusting to the girl’s skill and making no use of the rudder, he eyed the coming tide with an absorbed attention. So the girl eyed him. But, it happened now, that a slant of light from the setting sun glanced into the bottom of the boat, and, touching a rotten stain there which bore some resemblance to the outline of a muffled human form, coloured it as though with diluted blood. This caught the girl’s eye, and she shivered.

‘What ails you?’ said the man, immediately aware of it, though so intent on the advancing waters; ‘I see nothing afloat.’

The red light was gone, the shudder was gone, and his gaze, which had come back to the boat for a moment, travelled away again. Wheresoever the strong tide met with an impediment, his gaze paused for an instant. At every mooring-chain and rope, at every stationery boat or barge that split the current into a broad-arrowhead, at the offsets from the piers of Southwark Bridge, at the paddles of the river steamboats as they beat the filthy water, at the floating logs of timber lashed together lying off certain wharves, his shining eyes darted a hungry look. After a darkening hour or so, suddenly the rudder-lines tightened in his hold, and he steered hard towards the Surrey shore.

Always watching his face, the girl instantly answered to the action in her sculling; presently the boat swung round, quivered as from a sudden jerk, and the upper half of the man was stretched out over the stern.

The girl pulled the hood of a cloak she wore, over her head and over her face, and, looking backward so that the front folds of this hood were turned down the river, kept the boat in that direction going before the tide. Until now, the boat had barely held her own, and had hovered about one spot; but now, the banks changed swiftly, and the deepening shadows and the kindling lights of London Bridge were passed, and the tiers of shipping lay on either hand.

It was not until now that the upper half of the man came back into the boat. His arms were wet and dirty, and he washed them over the side. In his right hand he held something, and he washed that in the river too. It was money. He chinked it once, and he blew upon it once, and he spat upon it once,—‘for luck,’ he hoarsely said—before he put it in his pocket.

‘Lizzie!’

The girl turned her face towards him with a start, and rowed in silence. Her face was very pale. He was a hook-nosed man, and with that and his bright eyes and his ruffled head, bore a certain likeness to a roused bird of prey.

‘Take that thing off your face.’

She put it back.

‘Here! and give me hold of the sculls. I’ll take the rest of the spell.’

‘No, no, father! No! I can’t indeed. Father!—I cannot sit so near it!’

He was moving towards her to change places, but her terrified expostulation stopped him and he resumed his seat.

‘What hurt can it do you?’

‘None, none. But I cannot bear it.’

‘It’s my belief you hate the sight of the very river.’

‘I—I do not like it, father.’

‘As if it wasn’t your living! As if it wasn’t meat and drink to you!’

At these latter words the girl shivered again, and for a moment paused in her rowing, seeming to turn deadly faint. It escaped his attention, for he was glancing over the stern at something the boat had in tow.

‘How can you be so thankless to your best friend, Lizzie? The very fire that warmed you when you were a babby, was picked out of the river alongside the coal barges. The very basket that you slept in, the tide washed ashore. The very rockers that I put it upon to make a cradle of it, I cut out of a piece of wood that drifted from some ship or another.’

Lizzie took her right hand from the scull it held, and touched her lips with it, and for a moment held it out lovingly towards him: then, without speaking, she resumed her rowing, as another boat of similar appearance, though in rather better trim, came out from a dark place and dropped softly alongside.

‘In luck again, Gaffer?’ said a man with a squinting leer, who sculled her and who was alone, ‘I know’d you was in luck again, by your wake as you come down.’

‘Ah!’ replied the other, drily. ‘So you’re out, are you?’

‘Yes, pardner.’

There was now a tender yellow moonlight on the river, and the new comer, keeping half his boat’s length astern of the other boat looked hard at its track.

‘I says to myself,’ he went on, ‘directly you hove in view, yonder’s Gaffer, and in luck again, by George if he ain’t! Scull it is, pardner—don’t fret yourself—I didn’t touch him.’ This was in answer to a quick impatient movement on the part of Gaffer: the speaker at the same time unshipping his scull on that side, and laying his hand on the gunwale of Gaffer’s boat and holding to it.

‘He’s had touches enough not to want no more, as well as I make him out, Gaffer! Been a knocking about with a pretty many tides, ain’t he pardner? Such is my out-of-luck ways, you see! He must have passed me when he went up last time, for I was on the lookout below bridge here. I a’most think you’re like the wulturs, pardner, and scent ‘em out.’

He spoke in a dropped voice, and with more than one glance at Lizzie who had pulled on her hood again. Both men then looked with a weird unholy interest in the wake of Gaffer’s boat.

‘Easy does it, betwixt us. Shall I take him aboard, pardner?’

‘No,’ said the other. In so surly a tone that the man, after a blank stare, acknowledged it with the retort:

‘—Arn’t been eating nothing as has disagreed with you, have you, pardner?’

‘Why, yes, I have,’ said Gaffer. ‘I have been swallowing too much of that word, Pardner. I am no pardner of yours.’

‘Since when was you no pardner of mine, Gaffer Hexam Esquire?’

‘Since you was accused of robbing a man. Accused of robbing a live man!’ said Gaffer, with great indignation.

‘And what if I had been accused of robbing a dead man, Gaffer?’

‘You couldn’t do it.’

‘Couldn’t you, Gaffer?’

‘No. Has a dead man any use for money? Is it possible for a dead man to have money? What world does a dead man belong to? ‘Tother world. What world does money belong to? This world. How can money be a corpse’s? Can a corpse own it, want it, spend it, claim it, miss it? Don’t try to go confounding the rights and wrongs of things in that way. But it’s worthy of the sneaking spirit that robs a live man.’

‘I’ll tell you what it is—.’

‘No you won’t. I’ll tell you what it is. You got off with a short time of it for putting your hand in the pocket of a sailor, a live sailor. Make the most of it and think yourself lucky, but don’t think after that to come over me with your pardners. We have worked together in time past, but we work together no more in time present nor yet future. Let go. Cast off!’

‘Gaffer! If you think to get rid of me this way—.’

‘If I don’t get rid of you this way, I’ll try another, and chop you over the fingers with the stretcher, or take a pick at your head with the boat-hook. Cast off! Pull you, Lizzie. Pull home, since you won’t let your father pull.’

Lizzie shot ahead, and the other boat fell astern. Lizzie’s father, composing himself into the easy attitude of one who had asserted the high moralities and taken an unassailable position, slowly lighted a pipe, and smoked, and took a survey of what he had in tow. What he had in tow, lunged itself at him sometimes in an awful manner when the boat was checked, and sometimes seemed to try to wrench itself away, though for the most part it followed submissively. A neophyte might have fancied that the ripples passing over it were dreadfully like faint changes of expression on a sightless face; but Gaffer was no neophyte and had no fancies.


Chapter 2.

  The Man from Somewhere
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Mr and Mrs Veneering were bran-new people in a bran-new house in a bran-new quarter of London. Everything about the Veneerings was spick and span new. All their furniture was new, all their friends were new, all their servants were new, their plate was new, their carriage was new, their harness was new, their horses were new, their pictures were new, they themselves were new, they were as newly married as was lawfully compatible with their having a bran-new baby, and if they had set up a great-grandfather, he would have come home in matting from the Pantechnicon[2], without a scratch upon him, French polished to the crown of his head.

For, in the Veneering establishment, from the hall-chairs with the new coat of arms, to the grand pianoforte with the new action, and upstairs again to the new fire-escape, all things were in a state of high varnish and polish. And what was observable in the furniture, was observable in the Veneerings—the surface smelt a little too much of the workshop and was a trifle sticky.

There was an innocent piece of dinner-furniture that went upon easy castors and was kept over a livery stable-yard in Duke Street, Saint James’s, when not in use, to whom the Veneerings were a source of blind confusion. The name of this article was Twemlow. Being first cousin to Lord Snigsworth, he was in frequent requisition, and at many houses might be said to represent the dining-table in its normal state. Mr and Mrs Veneering, for example, arranging a dinner, habitually started with Twemlow, and then put leaves in him, or added guests to him. Sometimes, the table consisted of Twemlow and half a dozen leaves; sometimes, of Twemlow and a dozen leaves; sometimes, Twemlow was pulled out to his utmost extent of twenty leaves. Mr and Mrs Veneering on occasions of ceremony faced each other in the centre of the board, and thus the parallel still held; for, it always happened that the more Twemlow was pulled out, the further he found himself from the center, and nearer to the sideboard at one end of the room, or the window-curtains at the other.

But, it was not this which steeped the feeble soul of Twemlow in confusion. This he was used to, and could take soundings of. The abyss to which he could find no bottom, and from which started forth the engrossing and ever-swelling difficulty of his life, was the insoluble question whether he was Veneering’s oldest friend, or newest friend. To the excogitation of this problem, the harmless gentleman had devoted many anxious hours, both in his lodgings over the livery stable-yard, and in the cold gloom, favourable to meditation, of Saint James’s Square. Thus. Twemlow had first known Veneering at his club, where Veneering then knew nobody but the man who made them known to one another, who seemed to be the most intimate friend he had in the world, and whom he had known two days—the bond of union between their souls, the nefarious conduct of the committee respecting the cookery of a fillet of veal, having been accidentally cemented at that date. Immediately upon this, Twemlow received an invitation to dine with Veneering, and dined: the man being of the party. Immediately upon that, Twemlow received an invitation to dine with the man, and dined: Veneering being of the party. At the man’s were a Member, an Engineer, a Payer-off of the National Debt, a Poem on Shakespeare, a Grievance, and a Public Office, who all seem to be utter strangers to Veneering. And yet immediately after that, Twemlow received an invitation to dine at Veneerings, expressly to meet the Member, the Engineer, the Payer-off of the National Debt, the Poem on Shakespeare, the Grievance, and the Public Office, and, dining, discovered that all of them were the most intimate friends Veneering had in the world, and that the wives of all of them (who were all there) were the objects of Mrs Veneering’s most devoted affection and tender confidence.

Thus it had come about, that Mr Twemlow had said to himself in his lodgings, with his hand to his forehead: ‘I must not think of this. This is enough to soften any man’s brain,’—and yet was always thinking of it, and could never form a conclusion.

This evening the Veneerings give a banquet. Eleven leaves in the Twemlow; fourteen in company all told. Four pigeon-breasted retainers in plain clothes stand in line in the hall. A fifth retainer, proceeding up the staircase with a mournful air—as who should say, ‘Here is another wretched creature come to dinner; such is life!’—announces, ‘Mis-ter Twemlow!’

Mrs Veneering welcomes her sweet Mr Twemlow. Mr Veneering welcomes his dear Twemlow. Mrs Veneering does not expect that Mr Twemlow can in nature care much for such insipid things as babies, but so old a friend must please to look at baby. ‘Ah! You will know the friend of your family better, Tootleums,’ says Mr Veneering, nodding emotionally at that new article, ‘when you begin to take notice.’ He then begs to make his dear Twemlow known to his two friends, Mr Boots and Mr Brewer—and clearly has no distinct idea which is which.

But now a fearful circumstance occurs.

‘Mis-ter and Mis-sus Podsnap!’

‘My dear,’ says Mr Veneering to Mrs Veneering, with an air of much friendly interest, while the door stands open, ‘the Podsnaps.’

A too, too smiling large man, with a fatal freshness on him, appearing with his wife, instantly deserts his wife and darts at Twemlow with:

‘How do you do? So glad to know you. Charming house you have here. I hope we are not late. So glad of the opportunity, I am sure!’

When the first shock fell upon him, Twemlow twice skipped back in his neat little shoes and his neat little silk stockings of a bygone fashion, as if impelled to leap over a sofa behind him; but the large man closed with him and proved too strong.

‘Let me,’ says the large man, trying to attract the attention of his wife in the distance, ‘have the pleasure of presenting Mrs Podsnap to her host. She will be,’ in his fatal freshness he seems to find perpetual verdure and eternal youth in the phrase, ‘she will be so glad of the opportunity, I am sure!’

In the meantime, Mrs Podsnap, unable to originate a mistake on her own account, because Mrs Veneering is the only other lady there, does her best in the way of handsomely supporting her husband’s, by looking towards Mr Twemlow with a plaintive countenance and remarking to Mrs Veneering in a feeling manner, firstly, that she fears he has been rather bilious of late, and, secondly, that the baby is already very like him.

It is questionable whether any man quite relishes being mistaken for any other man; but, Mr Veneering having this very evening set up the shirt-front of the young Antinous in new worked cambric just come home, is not at all complimented by being supposed to be Twemlow, who is dry and weazen and some thirty years older. Mrs Veneering equally resents the imputation of being the wife of Twemlow. As to Twemlow, he is so sensible of being a much better bred man than Veneering, that he considers the large man an offensive ass.

In this complicated dilemma, Mr Veneering approaches the large man with extended hand and, smilingly assures that incorrigible personage that he is delighted to see him: who in his fatal freshness instantly replies:

‘Thank you. I am ashamed to say that I cannot at this moment recall where we met, but I am so glad of this opportunity, I am sure!’

Then pouncing upon Twemlow, who holds back with all his feeble might, he is haling him off to present him, as Veneering, to Mrs Podsnap, when the arrival of more guests unravels the mistake. Whereupon, having re-shaken hands with Veneering as Veneering, he re-shakes hands with Twemlow as Twemlow, and winds it all up to his own perfect satisfaction by saying to the last-named, ‘Ridiculous opportunity—but so glad of it, I am sure!’

Now, Twemlow having undergone this terrific experience, having likewise noted the fusion of Boots in Brewer and Brewer in Boots, and having further observed that of the remaining seven guests four discrete characters enter with wandering eyes and wholly declined to commit themselves as to which is Veneering, until Veneering has them in his grasp;—Twemlow having profited by these studies, finds his brain wholesomely hardening as he approaches the conclusion that he really is Veneering’s oldest friend, when his brain softens again and all is lost, through his eyes encountering Veneering and the large man linked together as twin brothers in the back drawing-room near the conservatory door, and through his ears informing him in the tones of Mrs Veneering that the same large man is to be baby’s godfather.

‘Dinner is on the table!’

Thus the melancholy retainer, as who should say, ‘Come down and be poisoned, ye unhappy children of men!’

Twemlow, having no lady assigned him, goes down in the rear, with his hand to his forehead. Boots and Brewer, thinking him indisposed, whisper, ‘Man faint. Had no lunch.’ But he is only stunned by the unvanquishable difficulty of his existence.

Revived by soup, Twemlow discourses mildly of the Court Circular[3] with Boots and Brewer. Is appealed to, at the fish stage of the banquet, by Veneering, on the disputed question whether his cousin Lord Snigsworth is in or out of town? Gives it that his cousin is out of town. ‘At Snigsworthy Park?’ Veneering inquires. ‘At Snigsworthy,’ Twemlow rejoins. Boots and Brewer regard this as a man to be cultivated; and Veneering is clear that he is a remunerative article. Meantime the retainer goes round, like a gloomy Analytical Chemist: always seeming to say, after ‘Chablis, sir?’—‘You wouldn’t if you knew what it’s made of.’

The great looking-glass above the sideboard, reflects the table and the company. Reflects the new Veneering crest, in gold and eke in silver, frosted and also thawed, a camel of all work. The Heralds’ College found out a Crusading ancestor for Veneering who bore a camel on his shield (or might have done it if he had thought of it), and a caravan of camels take charge of the fruits and flowers and candles, and kneel down be loaded with the salt. Reflects Veneering; forty, wavy-haired, dark, tending to corpulence, sly, mysterious, filmy—a kind of sufficiently well-looking veiled-prophet, not prophesying. Reflects Mrs Veneering; fair, aquiline-nosed and fingered, not so much light hair as she might have, gorgeous in raiment and jewels, enthusiastic, propitiatory, conscious that a corner of her husband’s veil is over herself. Reflects Podsnap; prosperously feeding, two little light-coloured wiry wings, one on either side of his else bald head, looking as like his hairbrushes as his hair, dissolving view of red beads on his forehead, large allowance of crumpled shirt-collar up behind. Reflects Mrs Podsnap; fine woman for Professor Owen, quantity of bone, neck and nostrils like a rocking-horse, hard features, majestic head-dress in which Podsnap has hung golden offerings. Reflects Twemlow; grey, dry, polite, susceptible to east wind, First-Gentleman-in-Europe collar and cravat, cheeks drawn in as if he had made a great effort to retire into himself some years ago, and had got so far and had never got any farther. Reflects mature young lady; raven locks, and complexion that lights up well when well powdered—as it is—carrying on considerably in the captivation of mature young gentleman; with too much nose in his face, too much ginger in his whiskers, too much torso in his waistcoat, too much sparkle in his studs, his eyes, his buttons, his talk, and his teeth. Reflects charming old Lady Tippins on Veneering’s right; with an immense obtuse drab oblong face, like a face in a tablespoon, and a dyed Long Walk up the top of her head, as a convenient public approach to the bunch of false hair behind, pleased to patronize Mrs Veneering opposite, who is pleased to be patronized. Reflects a certain ‘Mortimer’, another of Veneering’s oldest friends; who never was in the house before, and appears not to want to come again, who sits disconsolate on Mrs Veneering’s left, and who was inveigled by Lady Tippins (a friend of his boyhood) to come to these people’s and talk, and who won’t talk. Reflects Eugene, friend of Mortimer; buried alive in the back of his chair, behind a shoulder—with a powder-epaulette on it—of the mature young lady, and gloomily resorting to the champagne chalice whenever proffered by the Analytical Chemist. Lastly, the looking-glass reflects Boots and Brewer, and two other stuffed Buffers interposed between the rest of the company and possible accidents.

The Veneering dinners are excellent dinners—or new people wouldn’t come—and all goes well. Notably, Lady Tippins has made a series of experiments on her digestive functions, so extremely complicated and daring, that if they could be published with their results it might benefit the human race. Having taken in provisions from all parts of the world, this hardy old cruiser has last touched at the North Pole, when, as the ice-plates are being removed, the following words fall from her:

‘I assure you, my dear Veneering—’

(Poor Twemlow’s hand approaches his forehead, for it would seem now, that Lady Tippins is going to be the oldest friend.)

‘I assure you, my dear Veneering, that it is the oddest affair! Like the advertising people, I don’t ask you to trust me, without offering a respectable reference. Mortimer there, is my reference, and knows all about it.’

Mortimer raises his drooping eyelids, and slightly opens his mouth. But a faint smile, expressive of ‘What’s the use!’ passes over his face, and he drops his eyelids and shuts his mouth.

‘Now, Mortimer,’ says Lady Tippins, rapping the sticks of her closed green fan upon the knuckles of her left hand—which is particularly rich in knuckles, ‘I insist upon your telling all that is to be told about the man from Jamaica.’

‘Give you my honour I never heard of any man from Jamaica, except the man who was a brother,’ replies Mortimer.

‘Tobago, then.’

‘Nor yet from Tobago.’

‘Except,’ Eugene strikes in: so unexpectedly that the mature young lady, who has forgotten all about him, with a start takes the epaulette out of his way: ‘except our friend who long lived on rice-pudding and isinglass, till at length to his something or other, his physician said something else, and a leg of mutton somehow ended in daygo.’

A reviving impression goes round the table that Eugene is coming out. An unfulfilled impression, for he goes in again.

‘Now, my dear Mrs Veneering,’ quoth Lady Tippins, I appeal to you whether this is not the basest conduct ever known in this world? I carry my lovers about, two or three at a time, on condition that they are very obedient and devoted; and here is my oldest lover-in-chief, the head of all my slaves, throwing off his allegiance before company! And here is another of my lovers, a rough Cymon at present certainly, but of whom I had most hopeful expectations as to his turning out well in course of time, pretending that he can’t remember his nursery rhymes! On purpose to annoy me, for he knows how I doat upon them!’

A grisly little fiction concerning her lovers is Lady Tippins’s point. She is always attended by a lover or two, and she keeps a little list of her lovers, and she is always booking a new lover, or striking out an old lover, or putting a lover in her black list, or promoting a lover to her blue list, or adding up her lovers, or otherwise posting her book. Mrs Veneering is charmed by the humour, and so is Veneering. Perhaps it is enhanced by a certain yellow play in Lady Tippins’s throat, like the legs of scratching poultry.

‘I banish the false wretch from this moment, and I strike him out of my Cupidon (my name for my Ledger, my dear,) this very night. But I am resolved to have the account of the man from Somewhere, and I beg you to elicit it for me, my love,’ to Mrs Veneering, ‘as I have lost my own influence. Oh, you perjured man!’ This to Mortimer, with a rattle of her fan.

‘We are all very much interested in the man from Somewhere,’ Veneering observes.

Then the four Buffers, taking heart of grace all four at once, say:

‘Deeply interested!’

‘Quite excited!’

‘Dramatic!’

‘Man from Nowhere, perhaps!’

And then Mrs Veneering—for the Lady Tippins’s winning wiles are contagious—folds her hands in the manner of a supplicating child, turns to her left neighbour, and says, ‘Tease! Pay! Man from Tumwhere!’ At which the four Buffers, again mysteriously moved all four at once, explain, ‘You can’t resist!’

‘Upon my life,’ says Mortimer languidly, ‘I find it immensely embarrassing to have the eyes of Europe upon me to this extent, and my only consolation is that you will all of you execrate Lady Tippins in your secret hearts when you find, as you inevitably will, the man from Somewhere a bore. Sorry to destroy romance by fixing him with a local habitation, but he comes from the place, the name of which escapes me, but will suggest itself to everybody else here, where they make the wine.’

Eugene suggests ‘Day and Martin’s.’

‘No, not that place,’ returns the unmoved Mortimer, ‘that’s where they make the Port. My man comes from the country where they make the Cape Wine. But look here, old fellow; its not at all statistical and it’s rather odd.’

It is always noticeable at the table of the Veneerings, that no man troubles himself much about the Veneerings themselves, and that any one who has anything to tell, generally tells it to anybody else in preference.

‘The man,’ Mortimer goes on, addressing Eugene, ‘whose name is Harmon, was only son of a tremendous old rascal who made his money by Dust.’

‘Red velveteens and a bell?’ the gloomy Eugene inquires.

‘And a ladder and basket if you like. By which means, or by others, he grew rich as a Dust Contractor, and lived in a hollow in a hilly country entirely composed of Dust. On his own small estate the growling old vagabond threw up his own mountain range, like an old volcano, and its geological formation was Dust. Coal-dust, vegetable-dust, bone-dust, crockery dust, rough dust and sifted dust,—all manner of Dust.’

A passing remembrance of Mrs Veneering, here induces Mortimer to address his next half-dozen words to her; after which he wanders away again, tries Twemlow and finds he doesn’t answer, ultimately takes up with the Buffers who receive him enthusiastically.

‘The moral being—I believe that’s the right expression—of this exemplary person, derived its highest gratification from anathematizing his nearest relations and turning them out of doors. Having begun (as was natural) by rendering these attentions to the wife of his bosom, he next found himself at leisure to bestow a
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